TITLE: Oral History and the Radio Documentary/ Feature: introducing the 'COHRD' form.
Oral history and radio nexus
Oral history captures the personal, spoken-word stories behind lived events, not just broadening historical knowledge, but extending our understanding of the human condition by enquiring about the subjective meaning of those experiences. Radio connects its multitude of disparate listeners through the innately intimate qualities of sound. Sound 'envelops us, pouring into us, whether we want it to or not, including us, involving us', notes American author Susan Douglas (Douglas 2004: 30) . Radio is strikingly dependent on voice -besides music, its single greatest component. Radio voices engender a response from listeners at both a sensory level (tone, pitch, rhythm, inflection, expressiveness, timbre -what Roland Barthes collectively refers to as the 'grain' of the voice (Barthes 1991: 273) ) and a substantive level (language, the meaning of words, and coded information such as accent, age, gender).
Oral history also places great significance on the voice: orality is crucial to the recorded exchange, which the pioneering Italian theorist Alessandro Portelli calls 'history-telling' (Portelli 1997: 6) . In 1979, as oral history studies sought academic acceptability, he lamented oral historians' failure to exploit the power of audio: 'Oral sources are oral sources. Scholars are willing to admit that the actual document is the recorded tape; but almost all go on to work on the transcripts, and it is only the transcripts that are published" (Portelli in Perks & Thomson 2006: 33 (Hardy 111, 1999) , a two-hour collaboration with US documentary producer and oral historian Charles Hardy 111.
Described as an 'essay-in-sound', it combines the radio documentary treatment of Portelli's oral history interviews (on themes of race, class, coal mining, industrial relations, folklore and culture) with analysis by Portelli (interviewed by Hardy) of the interview methodology and outcomes. It provides an aural academic showcase for oral history, as well as an artistically satisfying listening experience. Hardy describes it as a hybrid that attempts to harness the dual qualities of print and audio:
From the world of print we borrowed the convention of the "chapter," and from the world of music we took the convention of a "movement." Chapter headings would be assigned to sections that tended to be more linear and informational; movement titles to segments that borrowed more of their grammar from musical composition, that layered voices and sounds and communicated meaning more impressionistically or poetically. (Hardy 111 1999) Although he has authored books which elegantly explore and extend oral history theory (Portelli 1991 (Portelli , 1997 (Portelli , 2003 , Portelli continues to advocate the need to hear, not read, the spoken word. At the 14 th International Oral History Conference in Sydney in 2006, he described the interview process as 'a performance in search of a text' and pithily declared that in the case of oral history 'audio IS the text' (Portelli 2006a ). If we accept both these observations, then radio could surely be considered an obvious stage for the performance. But what exactly does radio gain?
The often-trivial dialogue on radio can easily pall: inane phone-ins, inept or sycophantic interviews with local identities, multiple presenters vying to deliver notso-witty riffs. Such radio would benefit from the interviewing rigour and empathy commonly shown by oral historians, who seek to tap into what legendary American broadcaster and oral historian Studs Terkel called the 'precious metal' in an individual (Terkel in Perks & Thomson 2006: 127) . At its best, the oral history interview can elucidate and inspire, inform and entertain; it provides an endlessly shifting framing of history and insights into human frailties and triumphs, and shows the subjective and selective nature of memory itself. But (whisper it), oral history can also be laborious, lengthy and sometimes dull. In a typical two-hour interview, there will be light and shade, filling in of biographical detail and routines, pedestrian accounts that fail to interest the listener as much as the teller. 'Filleting' the interview for broadcast purposes to showcase its more cogent sections, and cut out digressions and repetition will, I contend, enhance its listenability and increase its likely dissemination, thereby fulfilling the democratising role envisaged by the radical English historian Paul Thompson (Thompson 1978:7) .
To a contemporary radio producer, this treatment of speech is so standard it does not warrant discussion, but academic oral historians argue trenchantly about the protocols of mediating interview content. Seminal American theorist Michael Frisch acknowledges the documentary, in all its forms, as traditionally the most 'useful' vehicle for publishing oral history, noting that it involves 'the inevitability and indeed… the indispensability of editorial intervention…'. Frisch sees value in both 'raw' (unexpurgated) and 'cooked' (creatively edited for publication) oral history, although his preferred future model is to digitally index an oral history archive so that browsers can endlessly configure and reconfigure its content to suit their particular interests -a sort of citizen 'remix' version of oral history (Frisch in Perks & Thomson 2006: 110-14) . At the other end of the theoretical oral history spectrum, academics vigorously debate any modifying of interview content, agonising over the removal of 'crutch words' ('um', 'y'know') in a printed transcript, and insisting that any published work be produced collaboratively (Wilmsen 2001 
Crafted Oral History Radio Documentary: identifying the genre
I have labelled this marriage of oral history content and sophisticated radio production techniques a 'COHRD', Crafted Oral History Radio Documentary, because from its prototype beginnings with Corwin, Mitchell, and Terkel, through the Radio Ballads and subsequent programs in the US and Australia, it stands out as a distinct genre.
The COHRD format can be defined as a creatively produced non-fiction radio narrative, based on a core of ground-breaking oral history research (OH). The term phonetically evokes the idea of striking a "chord" with the listener through the nuanced aesthetic of long-form radio. The COHRD format sits somewhere on the shifting creative continuum between the modern radio "documentary" and "feature":
forms which elude precise differentiation. Current practitioners opt for one label or the other according to their own preference and/or the traditional nomenclature of a specific broadcasting outlet or region. British radio studies academic David Hendy describes the radio documentary as a 'fascinating paradox' which 'offers authenticity' but 'also denotes artifice':
It is sometimes made by journalists, who regard it as a form of extended current-affairs reportage. Yet it is also practised by producers who have more aesthetic concerns, who might stress the creative dimensions of the form, who will look for reality in less informational ways and through the expressive or dramatic dimensions of a programme. Thus Grierson sets out the authorial role of the documentary maker. He/she is not merely to reproduce or record reality, but to give it meaning through selective editing and artful presentation: the craft of studio production. Madsen (2005) The portable tape recorder allowed us to give up our sedentary existence and become nomads and hunters once more -with the microphone as our weapon. My God, what a feeling of liberation! We no longer wrote about a subject, we recorded the subject itself. We were acoustic cameras, shooting our sound material in the wild, then combining it into productions. We called these documentary works "acoustic films'. (Braun 2004: 4) But Corner (1996) notes that documentary also concerns itself with the "fly-on-the- Creative production raises the stakes and heightens the mood so as to illuminate every tiny nuance the oral history offers. However complex the format, the relationship between radio and oral history should remain mutually respectful, each mindful of the other's guiding principles. Thus, interview excerpts will not skew the perspective of the full interview, and radio production razzle-dazzle will not be an end in itself; the marriage of oral history and crafted radio should be a symbiotic pairing, in which the needs of each partner are balanced. It is worth reviewing the twin roads oral history and radio production have taken to reach this crossover point.
Origins of oral history as academic practice
The noted American theorist and practitioner Ronald Grele describes oral history as 'the interviewing of eye-witness participants in the events of the past for the purposes of historical reconstruction' (Grele 1996: 63) . 4 Portelli distinguishes oral history from other academic disciplines on two grounds (both of which lend themselves to the medium of radio): its orality and the shaping influence of the interviewing process, which by its nature brings forth history-as-narrative.
In theory (and in practice) oral history can be about almost anything; open-endedness at all levels is one of its distinctive formal characteristics. I believe, however, that at the core of oral history, in epistemological and in practical terms, lies one deep thematic focus, which distinguishes it from other approaches and disciplines, also based on interviewing and fieldwork, such as anthropology, sociology and folklore: the combination of the prevalence of the narrative form on the one hand, and the search for a connection between biography and history, between individual experience and the transformations of society, on the other. (Portelli 1997: 6) Oral history is closely linked to long-form feature journalism and creative non-fiction, and what they now think they did' (Portelli 2006: 36) . Subjectivity, he argues, is implicit, whether we like it or not: 'To ignore and exorcise subjectivity as if it were only a noxious interference in the pure data, is ultimately to distort and falsify the nature of the data themselves', he warned (Portelli 1997: 80) . Power dynamics inform every interview, whether acknowledged or not. In pre-recorded media interviews, the interviewee is asked to respond to a set of questions not of his choice; he usually has no control over how his answers will be edited or published. Oral history interviews seek to involve the interviewee (informant/narrator) in a more equal way: informants are usually given a release form which allows them to specify access conditions to the interview, and ethical best practice recommends giving the informant an opportunity to 'review, correct and/or withdraw material' (Oral History Association of Australia 2011). Portelli suggests that the most realistic approach to dealing with the myriad of interviewer-interviewee dynamics is to accept and acknowledge the differences:
Power and hierarchy are real presences in personal relationships, and while they cannot be wished away, they cannot prevent us from doing our work either. Democracy is not to pretend these unequal differences are not there; democracy is to face them squarely and to take responsibility for them in the process of working to deconstruct them. (Portelli 1997: 78) 
Evolution of the 'COHRD' via the Radio Ballads
In 1957 recreation of experience… about the way we live now, attempting to give this life the quality of epic -"to make", as John Grierson once said, "the everyday significant".'
As Gillian Reynolds, radio critic for the Daily Telegraph, observed decades on: 'They broke the mould of radio programmes. And if you look at the duty log, the BBC archive, people were ringing up and saying "what is this? Never heard anything like this before." They invented that whole genre of people talking for themselves, using their own vocal rhythms, not written speech' (Reynolds 2006) .
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The Sunday Times described the first radio ballad, The Ballad of John Axon, as "as remarkable a piece of radio as I have ever listened to", while the Observer enthused: "Last week a technique and subject got married and nothing in radio kaleidoscopy, or whatever you like to call it, will ever be the same again" (MacColl 1981) . For his second Radio Ballad, MacColl chose the building of Britain's first major motorway, the M1, a subject replete with riches for the oral historian. But
Parker's focus on the construction process itself made for underwhelming radio in
MacColl's view. He echoed oral history's concern with the subject's interpretation of his lived experience:
Radio Ballads should not be concerned with processes but with people's attitudes to those processes; not with things but with people's relationships to those things; and with the way in which those attitudes and relationships were expressed in words. (MacColl 1981) Though the interviews and music are bridged and inflected by construction sound effects (drilling, earth-moving), the programme includes turgid descriptions of culverts, gradients and drainage interspersed with song lyrics whose attempts to enthuse about 'minimum sightline' and 'super elevation' would not be amiss in a Monty Python satire (We are the consulting engineers). MacColl considered the programme 'a complete debacle'.
The third radio ballad, Singing the Fishing (BBC 1960) , an exploration of British herring fishing communities in East Anglia and Scotland, was a happier marriage of song and story, with seabirds, storms and shipboard effects providing an evocative sound matrix. In the collaborative spirit of oral history, MacColl played the songs written by him based on the interviews back to the informants for comment. To his delight, the line between history and art occasionally became blurred:
Occasionally they would criticise a word or a phrase or question a point of information, whereupon I would rewrite the offending line or phrase and go on rewriting it until it met with approval. There were rare and wonderful occasions when Sam, or one of the other fishermen, would claim to have known all his life a song I had just written. When that happened, we knew we had come close to capturing the spirit of the fishing. (MacColl 1981) The fourth programme, The Big Hewer (1961) showcased Britain's coal miners.
Going down the pits into 'hellish places' and 'impossibly narrow passages' to record the actuality helped MacColl and Parker to feel the connection with history:
We stumbled and crawled mile after mile through black, stinking water to reach the workings -to suddenly see a putter loom up with his pony and loaded tram. Almost naked he was and black, and uttering the near animal noises of a man in the grip of extreme frustration and discomfort… you're suddenly brought back to the time of the bell pits… and little kids working… the whole thing builds up inside you and you feel this is what we've got to say! (Parker/MacColl Topic 2008)
Ever since, it has become standard practice to share and record the daily routines and tribulations of a documentary subject, to record wild sound along with separately staged interviews, and to add pace and texture by blending sound effect, music and actuality over voice.
Transferring Oral History to Radio -Reflections
To be allowed to speak is one thing; to be truly heard is another. When oral history is broadcast on radio, the speaker's audience goes from one (the interviewer) to many thousands, even millions. Studs Terkel, the veteran Chicago radio interviewer (his show on WFMT radio ran from 1952-1997) and Pulitzer-prizewinning author of numerous books of oral history, identified the crucial importance for people of low social status of simply being heard. He often recounted an incident about a poor American woman he impulsively recorded one day. As he told British broadcaster Tony Parker, he saw a black woman with two or three children staring into an empty shop window. Terkel politely asked what she was looking at.
'Oh, dreams, I'm just looking at dreams.' So I've got my tape recorder and I switch it on and I say 'Good dreams, bad dreams?" And she starts to talk… and when she stops talking after eight, maybe ten minutes or so, one of them [her children] says, 'Hey mom, can we listen to what you said?'… so I play it back and she listens to it too. And when it's over, she gives a little shake of her head and she looks at me and she says, 'Well until I heard that, I never knew I felt that way.' acknowledge that it 'isn't always the most efficient way to go time-wise', they believe strongly in the value of time, not just to give space for stories to be told, but crucially, to allow trust to develop:
Life is short. Tape is cheap. Really compelling radio doesn't usually come from tiny slivers of sound. It comes because people got comfortable and spilled the beans or told a long, involved story. Good radio often takes more time than you think it should. We ask people to sing, let them laugh, and we sit quietly through their pauses. You never know. Nippon. 'Because we had an interest and a knowledge, these blokes started to talk' (Ramsey 2008) .
In a paper delivered at a conference in honour of Charles Parker, Bournemouth poet and radio studies academic Sean Street drew together the common impetus behind the work of oral history-on-radio pioneers Parker, Terkel and David Isay, mastermind and founder of StoryCorps.
Projects like StoryCorps… demonstrate how vital, in both senses of the word, spoken language can be… Which all goes to prove just how crucial it is to do the interview, to make the programme, partly because it makes wonderful radio but probably more importantly because these things, these people, everything, is so fragile and there's a time limit to all things mortal. We should do it because we can. race, work and class -but with the enhanced accessibility on TAL of hearing the speakers directly, rather than reading edited transcript.
We're not really formatted like other radio shows at all. Instead, we do these stories that are like movies for radio. There are people in dramatic situations. Things happen to them. There are funny moments and emotional moments and-hopefully-moments where the people in the story say interesting, surprising things about it all. It has to be surprising. It has to be fun… What we like are stories that are both funny and sad. Personal and sort of epic at the same time.
(This American Life 2010)
Conclusion:
Whether it is TAL's 'movies for radio' approach or the Hindsight (ABC) dictum that 'the memories of ordinary Australians are woven into complex, credible and satisfying documentaries' (Hindsight 2011), both these radio formats evince the blend of art, journalism and history (recent or otherwise) that is at the heart of the particular form of radio I have labelled the COHRD. Its aim, in sum, is to harness the listenability of crafted radio and showcase the content that oral history can provide; to employ the feature maker's art, while keeping faith with the documentarist's concern with fairness and authenticity. Because of the gravitas of its research and the aesthetic appeal of its presentation, the oral history/crafted-radio genre makes an enduring contribution, which can sustain more than one listening. Thus, while 1.7 million people listen to This American Life each week, a further half a million sign up for its podcasts. Whereas radio pioneers in the 1940s and '50s were subject to what BBC features producer Lance Sieveking called the 'ghastly impermanence' of broadcasting (Sieveking 1934: 15) , podcasting has liberated the producers of today's COHRD programmes from 'real time' airing, which curtailed accessibility and therefore restricted the scholarly use of this valuable aural social history. Following its broadcast, usually on public radio, today's COHRDs can be accessed any time online and used as an academic text in the same way as journal articles and library booksthe competitive, peer-reviewed process of being aired on a reputable broadcaster conferring 'publication status' equivalent to print publication. In order to legitimise oral-history-as-crafted-radio as an identifiable genre on the oral history/radio continuum, I propose the adoption of the term 'COHRD' to describe this hybrid radio form, which has much to offer as an academic research text. At a creative level, if the disparate forms of COHRD radio programmes have a common purpose, it can be summed up thus: to move, to inform and to delight and in so doing, to connect past and present lives.
of haphazard desultory talk was amassed, and in the light of after-study it was strictly edited, drastically cut, re-formed and linked together. Sentences, and even single words, were lifted into new contexts, fragmentary collections were dovetailed, viewpoints that were distractingly far removed were married in argument or agreement, people who in life had neither met nor known one another were made to meet on disc, were juxtaposed by accord or by contrast.' (Rodgers, quoted in Franklin 2009: 80. 4 Other significant theorists such as Baum and Ritchie emphasize a key characteristic of oral history as the placement of the unexpurgated interviews in a public archive for scrutiny and research -a departure from radio journalism practice (Ritchie 2003; Wilmsen 2001 ).
